elite white men many of whom had an interest in slavery as an American institution. But Wilentz contends that the Constitution was more ambivalent toward slavery-even indirectly antislavery in its language-than most scholars acknowledge. The Constitution's limited protection of slavery could not be equated to the recognition of slavery as a permanent institution. The national governing document failed to specifically recognize property in man and thus left slavery as a creation of the individual states, an important distinction for Wilentz and one that provided the political space necessary for antislavery constitutionalism to thrive in the first half of the nineteenth century. Antislavery efforts ignited in earnest with Vermont's 1777 ban on slavery and grew with such force that the provisions for slavery's protection placed in the Constitution were hard won despite antislavery's powerful presence at the 1787 convention. If antislavery rhetoric and ideology grew increasingly radical before the 1860s, so too then did proslavery assertions about the Constitution, Wilentz argues.
Wilentz takes issue with how modern scholars contextualize emancipation before the Civil War. By comparing private manumission and gradual emancipation before the war to the decisive end of institutional slavery in 1865, prewar antislavery efforts appear tame and unrevolutionary. On the contrary, Wilentz contends, "proscribing and then eradicating an entire class of property" through government power at the state level in the northern United States gradually over the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century represented a profound ideological shift for a northern populace with a not inconsiderable presence of enslaved workers (36). That antislavery societies existed at all, much less gained success in their efforts in the face of substantial proslavery resistance, was a radical circumstance. Abolitionists were rarely satisfied with their progress either and kept pushing at the boundaries of emancipation to encompass more radical freedom. Within the historical time period, slaveholders had much to fear from abolition movements-movements that often looked to the freedoms guaranteed in the Constitution for lawful impetus.
Proslavery resistance to antislavery efforts of any kind centered on property rights and the division of powers between state and federal government. As antislavery forces worked to limit slavery's advance into the Louisiana Territory, proslavery politicians claimed that the 
